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WALKABOUT DISCOVERY: 
The Santa Claus Trail 


Saint Nicholas was real and he had a tan. Also: he was not only the patron saint of children but of travellers (You 
better be good...) 
This Walkabout is interactive. 


The Real Santa: 
More detailed history. 


Despite Western myth, St. Nick's home is not the North Pole. In fact, it is reasonable to assume he never saw 
snow. For it rarely, if ever, snows on Mediterranean beaches. Santa lived his life on the Southwest coast of 
Turkey, of all places. And yes, he had a beard and allegedly gave presents to children, but that is where the 
similarities end. St. Nick was born in Patara, Turkey around 4 BC. (Another star of mythology is alleged to have 
been born in Patara.) Patara is now a sleepy coastal town but was once the Roman seat of government in Lycia, 
an ancient Turkish civilization. Patara’s ancient port has silted in, causing an abundance of impressive ruins and 
mosquitoes. Patara is perhaps most famous for its undeveloped 18 kilometer beach, perhaps the finest on the 
Mediterranean. Luckily, Patara Beach has been declared off-limits for development because of nesting sea 
turtles. (The loggerhead and green turtles are nearing extinction and protection of their nesting sites on the 
Turkish coast is very important. You can help, and make a vacation out of it.) The beach costs 50,000 Turkish 
Lira (about $1) and the fee includes the Lycian ruins. 


Visas: 
Visa info for all nationalities. 
Turkey charges a $20.00 tourist visa fee to Americans. (Payable on arrival.) Inflation rates are so high in Turkey 


the locals often prefer foreign currency, especially at the visa desk. Carry a twenty dollar bill and avoid the 
hassle. (In fact, it's best to carry two or three.) 


Money: 

Turkish Lira exchange rates. 

Turkey is one of those countries whose currency has many zeros so brush up on your tens timetables. It also 
has a very high inflation rate, so it is best to exchange money as you go, especially on longer Walkabouts. 
Travelers checks accepted most places. Credit cards limited except in larger cities. ATMs in larger cities and 
tourist areas. 


Language 


You guessed it: Turkish. The Arabic script was replaced by Latin script in 1928, so with a little effort you can 
recognize words. In Western Turkey, English is fairly common, as is German. 


Our thanks to Travlang for their Turkish translator. (It assumes you speak English.) 
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Getting There: 


Picture from space. The plume of smoke belongs to the Greek island of Rhodes. Patara is to the right, on the 
Turkish Coast. 


Map of Turkey. (Large graphics) 

Close up map of area. 

By Air: Antalya is the closest airport, served by inexpensive flights from Istanbul. (As low as $50.00.) By Bus: 
The Turkish bus system is comprehensive and you can get about anywhere from anywhere. Fares are low. 
Simply show up at the bus station (“otogar”) and announce your destination. By Ferry: Most travelers arrive in 
Marmaris from Rhodes, Greece, then bus it overland. You can also ferry it from Kastellorizo, a tiny Greek island 


just off the Turkish fishing village of Kas. (Be aware, however, because of territorial disputes between Greece 
and Turkey you can go to Turkey from Kastellorizo but cannot go to the rest of Greece from it.) 


Where to Stay: 

The St. Nicholas Pension, of course. Cost: About $11.00/double. Offseason, bargain. High season: bargain. 
Private bathrooms, hot showers, screens on windows (but the omnipresent mosquitoes still get through). 
Outdoor restaurant/bar. Located at the only real intersection in town, to the left as you arrive. 


Where to Eat: 


There are many restaurants on the main road ; it's basically the only road so you'll see it. Shop around; prices 
differ. There is an inexpensive burger stand on the road to the beach just before the ruins. 


Recommended Walkabout Gear: 

Insect protection is a key to enjoying your stay in Patara. Mosquitoes can get heavy all along the Turkish coast 
but in Patara they are truly impressive. Take everything on the "bugs" page of the catalog. Seriously. It's money 
well spent. Also, the PUR water purifier is essential throughout Turkey. It will pay for itself quickly in bottle water 
savings. A SealPak is important if you plan to swim in the Mediterranean. 


More information: 


Lonely Planet's Turkey Guidebook is, in our opinion, the best. Take Mediterranean Europe on a Shoestring if 
your Walkabout includes other Mediterranean countries. 


Next stop on the Santa Claus Trail: Where he lived. 


Myra, Turkey 


Walkabout Home Page 
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SANTA'S HOME STREET 


Food, beer, soft-drinks, ice-cream, and trips to the local Lycian ruins available at almost every shop. 
(Jolly little elves have been replaced by Turkish merchants.) 


(Good, inexpensive Turkish restaurant on the right just past the Aydin Market's Coca-Cola sign.) 





Back to Santa's Page 
Walkabout Homepage 
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ST. NICOLAS PENSION 


The sign offers further proof American soft drinks have conquered the world, but at least in this case it's the 
Uncola. Check out tonight's menu on the right as you climb the rock steps. (Meal must be ordered in advance as 
owner's wife cooks her incredible and multi-course Turkish meals only on request and if there are enough 
people.) Outdoor restaurant/bar lies under the colorful and living canopy. 
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SANTA'S HOMETOWN 


Close up map of coast 


Saint Nicholas traveled, but not to the North Pole. In his youth, he journeyed to Palestine (Israel) and Egypt, 
prerequisite stops in those days for future saints. But his legend begins in Myra (also known as Kale or Demre) 
east of Patara. A boat ride in Saint Nick’s time, today Myra is a three hour bus journey over Turkish mountains 
from Patara. (Bus fare 50,000 lira -- last bus back at 20:30.) On the shorter bus routes, like on the Santa Claus 
trail, you usually travel on a “dolumus’-- a minibus. “Dolumus” means “packed” and often, especially in the 
morning and evening when locals are traveling to and from work, dolumus is a well-choosen adjective. You may 
have the pleasure of experiencing the locals with all five senses. 


Home base: Kas 


The inviting, but somewhat touristy city of Kas lies about an hour east of Myra, and makes a good base camp as 
lodgings are sparse in Myra. An attractive fishing port, Kas is chock full of inexpensive but comfortable lodging. 
Recep Bilgin Caddesi (a street) is full of nice pensions. Prices around US $14. Some lodging advice, which is 
valid throughout Turkey and, in fact, any Muslem country: do not stay in a pension next or close to a mosque 
unless you like to rise early to loudspeakered Muslem prayers. (And listen to them all day, if you're in your room.) 


Kas is also a good place to buy a Turkish carpet, if you so desire. We recommend Magic Orient, where we 


bought ours. Located on the waterfront, Magic Carpet has a reputation for honesty, amazing for a Turkish carpet 
seller. Visa/Mastercard accepted. (Carpet tip 1. If your itinerary takes you into Central Turkey, carpets are much 
less expensive there. 2. Buy your carpet at the end of your Walkabout -- they're heavy.) 


Kastellorizo (Meis in Turkish) lies a short distance to sea and makes an interesting day trip. Despite the fact it is 
far from Greece and just off the Turkish coast, the island is officially part of Greece. Not surprisingly, Turkey 
disputes ownership. Kastellorizo is where that wonderful Italian film Mediterraneo was filmed. 


Santa's life 


Saint Nicholas lived his adult life in Myra, becoming the bishop of the city. More than just the patron saint of 
children and travelers, he is also the protector of prisoners. (Thus if you are a teenager arrested while visiting 
Turkey, you'd better pray to St. Nick.) The origin of Saint Nicholas’s involvement with children and gift-giving is 
believed to have arisen from a legend in which a shopkeeper was too poor to supply his daughters with dowries. 
When Saint Nicholas heard of their plight, he threw three bags of coins into the shopkeeper’s yard, saving the 


daughters from prostitution. 


The Church of Saint Nicholas is in Myra, built after his death. Archaeological evidence indicates St. Nicholas 
actually died on a small island off the coast. Noel Baba’s remains were placed in a rock sarcophagus. The 
church is a quick walk from the bus station. The way is marked (look for “Aya Nicola’ signs) but if you get lost just 
say “Noel Baba” to any local and they'll point the way. The entry fee is 50,000 Turkish Lira. Outside the church, 
set in a quiet, plant encased garden, is a modern statue of Saint Nicholas, complete with beard, bag of toys, and 
children. It’s the Turkish Santa Claus, however, thin and dressed in a robe. Myra contains other impressive ruins, 
a mile north of Saint Nicholas’s church. Lycian tombs are carved, stories high, from the hillside above a Roman 
amphitheater. They are an impressive sight and should not be missed. An easy walk, unless the temperature 
approaches the surface of Venus, which it sometimes does on the Turkish Coast. Taxis are about $2 from the 


church. 


Last stop on the Santa Claus Trail: 
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Church of Saint Nicholas 


The church, buried by sediment from the Myros 
River, was excavated in the 1800s. (You can see a 
sliver of the Myros to the right.) As you can-see, 
restorations are still ongoing (and some of the 
structural ones done in the 1800s are disputed in 
their accuracy) but the rock church is preserved in 
impressive detail, down to the sarcophaguses and 
faded murals depicting Christian rituals and icons, 
including one of Saint Nicholas. The entry fee is | 
50,000 Turkish Lira. (Standard price for just about 
any tourist attraction in Turkey.) Operating hours 
are 8am to 7pm. 





Back to Santa Claus Trail 
Walkabout Homepage 
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Santa's Sarcophagus 

i 

aint Nicholas' original resting place was in the stone coffin at the 
‘bottom of the picture. (If you visit the church, Santa's sarcophagus 
is to the right, just after you enter.) Around 1100 his remains were 
stolen and meved to Bari, Italy. A few were recovered, however, 
and now rest in the museum in Antalya. The church walls are filled 
with 4th century frescoes of various icons, including Saint Nick. 
That's him to the left of the arch. There is an annual three day 
festival celebrating St. Nicholas on December 6th. 


Back to the Santa Claus Trail 
Walkabout Homepage 
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” The modern day statue is in the garden of The Church of Saint Nicholas in 

Myra, Turkey. The church is the real thing, from the 5th century. Original wall 
paintings of St. Nicholas and other saints adorn the rock walls, and St. 
‘Nicholas's sarcophagus lies inside the church. His bones do not, however, 
‘stolen by Italian merchants in the 11th century. Some bones are currently 
‘preserved in the Antalya museum. 


Back to the Santa Claus Trail 
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ROCK CUT TOMBS OF MYRA 


Carved out of rock cliffs, these Lycian tombs are truely 
impressive. (Admission the usual 50,000 lira.) Locals 
told us that the tombs were inhabitated until earlier in the 
century -- jokingly added they were the only place you 

| could escape the mosquitoes. You're not suppose to 
climb on the tombs, but you'll find many do, and that 
local children apparently have their clubhouses in some. 
(Turkey is so full of ruins the locals take them for 
granted.) An impressive ancient amphitheater (not 
shown) lies to the right. 


Back to the Santa Claus Trail 
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ISLAND OF KASTELLORIZO 


Kastellorizo is an interesting place. (It is easier to refer to the island by it's Turkish name of "Meis.") Meis is an 
expensive trip per kilometer from Kas (1,000,000 
Turkish Lira round trip by boat -- it's easy to be a 
millionaire in Turkey) but in many ways worth it. 
Because the island is Greek, by visiting it you leave 
Turkey -- thus must pay a visa fee to go back. (If your # 
nationality is subjected to one.) And you have no 
choice but to go back -- you can come to Meis from 
the rest of Greece, then continue on to Turkey, but 
you cannot arrive on Meis from Turkey, then go on to 
the rest of Greece. (Except in emergencies.) The i 
island's ownership is still disputed, largely because it 

is just 2% kilometers from the Turkish coast and a 
more than 100 from Rhodes, it's nearest Greek 
neighbor. A very tranqui! place (one hote! plus some 
pensions) Meis sees few visitors. Locals say there 
was a large number of Italians after the release of 
Mediterraneo but they are rare now. Some 
guidebooks say you cannot stay overnight on Meis if 
you are coming from Turkey, but when we visited (offseason) the rule was easily broken. 





Back to Santa Claus Trail 
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Ashes to ashes, dust to dust 


The final stop on the Santa Claus trail is at-Antalya, the main town of the Turkish Mediterranean coast. Antalya is 
a scenic four to five hour bus ride from Kas or Myra, through forested landscapes. The relaxing drive portends of 
things to come, however. The road expands to several lanes as you near Antalya, and the gas stations mutate 
from a shack, a pump, and a Turkish gentleman to massive service stations that appear -- no, wait, they are -- 
cloned from American ones. Perhaps that's why they have the same brand names? Yes, gas stations complete 
with food stores selling cold drinks, hot dogs, and microwavable food. 

Antalya is a return to the world of concrete, whether piled high in symmetrical structures or laid flat in intersecting 
stretches. However, it does have charm, especially in the old city. ("Kaleigi.") Antalya is a very vibrant metropolis, 
not only from the tourist trade but because it is a major Turkish port. Unaccompanied females be forewarned of 
the hordes of sailors, especially -- you guessed it -- near the water. 


Airline tickets to other cities in Turkey are very inexpensive in Antalya, especially if you have a flexible schedule 
and can fly at night. Our tickets to Istanbul were US$50, and other travelers told us of $30 late night fares. Our 
choice for lodging was the Ozmen Pansiyon, in Kaleiçi. (Kiligarsian Mah, Zeytin Cikmazi No. 5 Tel. 
242-241-6505.) A very pleasant and clean pension, buried in the depths of the old town. You have to wander a 
maze of thin streets filled with Turkish families enjoying the fresh air to get in and out. (Doubles with private 
toilets about $15 US.) 


Santa's Bones 


What remains of the Jolly Old Elf rest at the impressive Archaeological Museum, in a red-lined case. Only a few 
bones have been preserved. (And the bone on the left looks more like Rudolf's to me.) It's very bizarre staring at 
St. Nick's bones. You expect the Easter Bunny's femur to be in the next case over. 





A FINAL NOTE FOR YOUR CHILDREN 


Persistent rumors say that the bones in the red case are not Santa's. DNA tests have proved inconciusive, 
fueling speculation Santa is still alive. Knowledgeable locals say Saint Nicholas grew so tired of the oppressive 
heat of Southern Turkey that he retired to the coldest place he could think of, the North Pole. He met a wonderful 
woman, who was an excellent cook, and married her. Despite Mrs. Claus's cooking skills and his newfound 
hobby of training reindeer to fly, Santa grew bored of retirement. One day, he made a decision: although he was 
the patron saint of travelers and sailors, he decided to focus on the children. 


The rest you know. 
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